S ociety and the courts as well as the government and disability insurance companies ask psychiatrists and psychologists to assess risk and predict the future.
To assess risk, we use the best available evidence about an individual; to predict future behavior, we "guesstimate" probabilities of discrete outcomes: Will someone be violent? Will someone be legally competent to stand trial? Will someone ever work again? Although we try to do these assessments as best as we can, we rely on an imperfect process of forecasting, a bit like the weather, a process fraught with probabilities and uncertainty. We know we cannot be sure, but as with the weather, we eventually must decide if we are going to take an umbrella with us or not. 5 You will immediately notice most of these books focus on economics (with the exception of Thinking, Fast and Slow). But in aggregate, these books tell a story about how we attempt knowingly or unknowingly to estimate probabilities, make decisions, and act to mitigate risk in the context of uncertainty, rare events, and dynamic complex adaptive systems.
Dynamic complex adaptive systems arose out of evolution, and describe interlocking biological and social networks 6 and how our brains work, 7 and how people behave. 8 Survival of biological entities (as well as companies) depends on adapting optimally to constantly changing conditions. To predict behavior, therefore, is difficult, but not impossible. As "Big Data" grows bigger, our ability to assess risk and predict future behavior should become increasingly refined. 9 Given a particular set of variables that describe someone, what were the outcomes (eg, violent acts, competency to stand trial, and the ability to return to work) for many other people who had the same variables? Rather than rely on "guesstimates," I predict that the future will move toward evidencebased risk assessment and prediction.
